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This paper preseiits information on isolatea chlLaren 
and flaserihes a study beiag undertajcen to eyamine the lole of 
isclatioii in repoitad c^aes of child ahiise and neglect* The effects 
of extreiae laolatioii on laBgaage and psychologieal development are 
emphasii^d* The importance of eailjf aocialization is seen in relation 
to normal development, Ancient anfl sediaval studies in which children 
were isolatea to fliacoT^r an instinstivs language are flescribed in 
the text and appeadiE* HepOEts of two soaern children iiho were 
isolated froni bixth are also presented. In the study described in 
this paper# 51 casa^ of child abuse and neglect recently reported in 
the ffnited Kingdoo if ere eicamined* In the cases selected for revtoii^ 
Isolation was not cited as a major factor ^ so that it^ role as a 
contributing factor in chlla aljuse could be assessed* Eesults 
indicate that^ although isolatii)n if as not seen as worthy of inclusion 
in legal charges, it appeaca to be a significant factor in all stages 
of case histories. The ease of a neglected boy is recenstructaa, and 
developmental damage produced by isolation is discussed. (SB) 
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I S QLATIOi^ in E A R L Y CHILBKOOD 



isoutir:^ m EAsm childhood 



Tha eHde^^e reported here arises from a study being imdertakan to 
eKamitie the follo^fing Mpeats* 

1, The iiffects of eKcre^ isolacLon en the Imguage and peydhologioal 

developoent of childreme 
2* A re-^asstii^smeriL 4)c certairt cas^s oi extreme neglect in order to 

place into oontext tha teehiiiqus of isalittng (oif thrtataning to 

isolata) childreii as a puiiiahtoint* 
3. A survey of contei^o:'a£y ^iewe about leaviag ahildren. on thair ■ 

own ifi the house in x'hm day^ evening m^d/or at weekeads ^ 

yims about the ages o€ childMn old enough to be respoaiible, 

the i^act of the law^ tha rola of certaifi public and charitable 

institutioms in this area of ehild neglect. 

T^is paper reports evidence abaiit isolation in the cantaKts of certain 
cases of violence against ohildrcnt laolation as a factor In cases of 
violiUM appears to be ii^ortariti particularly as it relates 
to the developi&ent of the child's coffiEUJnioaciva cotspatenct mid the 
uafoldiTig axid developoient of the ptraonality of the child in the context 
of close hiiiian contact ^ interaction and af f action # 

Howeveri it is clear from an exasination of only a very fev caaea of 
ahildren brought up in conditiona of iiolation^ that eowb psople in 
charge of children do not balisve that ohildrec need to socialise; 
they do not believe that children need to internaliae the noraSi valueip 
attitudes » cuatona and skills of thslr culture as Oimy aoclali§e| but 
the evidence la overwhelmng^ the c«iild ti^at is not aocialiaed through 
coqplaK interactions wi& ochir tiwim beings mthln a partiaular 
aociocultural enin.ronmint is toilikely to davelop his ow personality 
and will suffer from mtmppyd ability md ppteotial* 

trha daveloptiant of a distinctive ptMoiiality is m ongoing process , 
contin^ng throu^out life, nie yowg child learns the difference 
hatween various other people by iimsSi m g ''daddy", ''mt^oy'% m.d ^'baby«" 
Initial lyp my mxi is a "daddy", and any womm a '*!i^3q^'% but eventually 
the child novts front n^^s ^ieh diatimgulsh a stattiSi to speeific 



nams vhicn identify iiirliv?.duals , inaluding himaelf. The m the 
accor ciPB zo be learnad by ch.ildran, ThLs is gae of the sigiis that the 
cliili is becotritig r^arr of himatlf as a distinct hufflar being,^ conscious 
of self. M socia', experiences acci auLaCa year aftar yaar^ on^^e imge 
of the kind of person one is an image of seJ.f eiserges* M individual's 
formation o5 his salf-inmge is perhaps one of the most iriaporcant processas 
in personality develnp^iit * 

A die tinctloTi between .he personalities rf humans vm^. anair.als is the 
inclusion of self'^imsg^ in the huoati pexsonality * Srlf^im^e arises 
through social interactior: with jther huo^ beings. Ic i.^ ctily ihrough 
intaraction th^'c language is au^uiredj effectivaly ^iLnking a person to 
Si^atuses^ cDuv^?nt LuaRli^ad gescurasj and sydboLi :: hitman goals and purposes. 
This abiLity r.o cofl^unicata with others through linguij^ic P^nflbola sharply 
dis tinguishaa mail from othar aaimala* 

Thu3p a huui.L:i being deprived froM birth of all comnuni cation mth other 
huHian-Ss v^^ould probably posaesa no language skillBf would prohably eat by 
bringing his mouth directly to 'his food instead of eonvaying it to his 
mouth with his hands or utenBils i wuld probably hava no concept of mother 
no BtatusiSj no beliefs; would probably possess a rudimentary ptraDnalityj 
and would aor recognize th^ ri^ts of otha« or chair axpectationi of 
him. The newborn infmt deprived of an adequate sooial envirctimtnt , 
liumaii interaction g aiid affectionate acceptmca vill in all likelihood 
have an iispairGd pars^nality; at m age much earlier than the life 
ax^ectOTicyp the child might die of malnutrition , disease, or accideiit. 

II ISOLATION IN EARLY CHilLDHQOD 

Emiridal studies to determne how children learn to apeak date back 
CO early hi story . It is reported that E^eror Iraderick II conducted 
an eKperiTnent in which babies were delibiTstely subjected to institution^ 
like eicperietices I being raiaed hy nurses and foster mothera vho were not 
parmitced to speak to chem* The Ei^eror'a purpose for such drastic action 
\%ras to find out which Imguage the children would instinctively speak. 
The unforescan outcona of his escpsriwnt was that the children died* 
AppendiK I contains other reports of similar 'i^trioeats' to find out 
'the ofiginaL Iwguage,' 



There have been ^ im rgperts in the past of children who, for one ctaeofi 
or anothiiv, vere py^ortedly Taised under eonditions of substantial 
Isolar.ion from group life* The problem retaains^ when crying to ascertain 
the specific effects of isolation on iLoraal developi^ntj that while 
abandoned infants and smll children hava busn foimd from time to tirngp 
there is no conclusive way of datarmining the actual length of ti^ durir.g 
which they were abandoned, or yhether they mre "normal" at the tiae o£ 
abandonment. 

There are many vie^s about language acquisition and about the roLe(s) o,? 
language ip the davelopipant o c children ^ but: despite this wide range 
of views there is urmimity on one aspect. Neither the empiricist who 
believes with Locke that we are bom with a mental * tabula rasa' with all 
Language the resw*Lt of 'experience^ nor the rationalist who iUpports 
the Deacartian position of a coi^lex^ highly specific, innate language 
meciianism denies that certain environiaantal conditions are neceasary for the 
acquisition of a language and for socialising to take place- There is 
no need Co replicate che apochryphal experirenti conductad by PaaiametictiB 
in the 5th century B C, or that of King James IV of Scotland to know that 
children will not learn any language when deprived of all linguistic input, 
nor will they grow up as normal beings* Wie cases of children reared in 
environments of axtreffla social isolation attest to this. 

Ten such children are mentioned by Linneaus in his System of Nature 
published in 1735 ^ and are included by him under the division o£ Homo 
Sapiens in the sub'^division of Hoino Ferus (Wild Man)* One of the daftning 
characteristics of Hoto Ferui, according to Linneaus, was his inability 
to speak* 411 the cases of iiolated children reported in the literature 
since his ti^ show this to be a correct observation. 

In the 18th century, the interest In such cauas was stimulated by the 
struggle between the 'geneticists' and the ' environmentaliBti ' , and 
figured sharply in the debate over the theory of innate ideas* The 
diffarent viewi continue to be debated today in somewhat different farM 
(see Skinner, Choasky, Lenneberg etc#)* 

III ' WOLF CHILDIM^ ' 

The most drafflatlc cases of children reared taider severe conditions of 
social isolation mi stimulus deprivation are those described as ^wild* or 
'feral' or 'wolf' children who have reportsdly bmtn raared with wild 





animals or have lived alone in the wildarneas* Two Budh children, 
Anmla and Kamalap found in 1920^ werfi aupposedly reared by wolves. A 
tnor.j celebrated case is that of Victorp the *Wild Boy of Aveyron^ 
discovered in 1798. The study of Victor was liudted hy the methods 
available at the end of the 18th century^ as veil as by a lifaitec] 
uiiderstanding of thm nature of l^^iguage. The largely anecdotal and 
unscientific account of these early cases has provided useful insights 
into language acquiiiiticn^ m well as other areas social^ perceptual and 
cognitive developments. 

Two classic cased of ^Faral children' ^ children brought up in conditions 
oi exurerijci isolatiun are reported by K Davis (diacuased in Rogers 1973; 
v/h J studied the j I c fiB of eK t r eroe isolation in Anna aiid T s ab e I le * When 
C-hey were founds they were existing in severely isolated conditions* 
L:»:.;vif:^ ODServations vmre made on the children- a activities after they had 
been discovered and placed in a socially stiiflulating environment. 

Anna was confined to a second floor attic^llke room for almost all of her 
first six years of life« She was the eecond illegiticnata child of a 
young mentally subnormal wommi Anna was confined in the upstairs room 
in deference to her grandiather's total disapproval of this new evidence 
of his daughter^ a indiscretions p which had produced the illegitimate 
Anna, The iMther gave practically no care to Anna^ feeding her nothing 
but Gow-s milk* 



Anna was finally discovered at the age of almost sIk, and reisoved from 

har grandfather's house, Mna's years of confineTOtit had left their toll ^ 

she was an extremely undemourished^ apathetic, md animal^like creature 

who could neither talk| walk, nor do anything that showed normal intelligence* 

Taken first to a country homep then to a foster home, and finally to a 

private home for retarded children ^ she did m^e somm progress* After 

almst two years j she had learned to walk, to feed herself, to imderstand 

single commands p to be fairly neatj and to remembei the people with whom 

she came into daily contact. However ^ Anna was still unable to speak 

intelligibly; her babblingi reaa^led those of a nornaal one-year-old 

child, .^uring the following two years, toilet habits were established, 

she learne ! to dress heraalf except for fastening her clothes, and 

finally (ac about age ten) Anna began to develop speech patterns on a 

two'^y earmold 'a level • Unfurtunately, she died at the age of teft-and*-'a**half 

of hemorrhagic jaundice* g 
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The itoty o£ liabelle's lift is ^yite different itom that of Aiina's, 
Isabeile was an lllegitimati child who (like ^na) had been cotifined to 
isolation because of hnr illegitimacy. In this caseg howevar> the child 
was not completely alona during her conf inefflant • For her first iix-and^-a" 
half years 3 leabelle was locked iii a dark room with har deaf-mute taother* 
l^eii foradg her physical condition ^as somewhat better than Anna's but 
Isabelle was a wan md thin child with legs badly bowed from a rachitic 
condition causad by improper nourishment mid lack of iimshiiie. She was 
as terrified of strangers aa is a wild animal just after capture | and she 
was especially fearfiil of man^ At first , the authorities thought Taabelle 
V7as either feeblaininded or d^jaf; when it was established that she was 
neitharp a systaraatic and skillful language training pro grain was begun. 

Her first grsdnal responses to tutelage accelerated into rapid progress 
throu^ the learning stages usiially attained between one and oix years of 
^ge. After one year of effort, Isabelle could writej count up to twenty | 
add up to teuj and give a sickle aucrasary of a story which had been read 
to her* After completing a year^^d^a^half of trainings the following 
was written as part of a report about Isabelle's progresa: 

(1) Vocabulary ba*:w'een 1,500 and 2,000 words; 

(2) Questions asked by Isabel le: Why do crayons bre^? Why does the 
hand move aroimd tL' clock? Why does the paste come out if one 
upsets the jar? Do you go to Miss Maion's school at the university? 
Are you going to church tomorrow? Does your dog sleep in your 

bed? What did Miss Mason eay when you told her I cleaned my 
cLas groom? 

By the age of eight-and-a-^half ^ Isabelle had made remarkable progress to 
the point where her I Q reached a normal level* Appropriate surgery had 
corrected her leg diformityp and she showed few signs of her periods of 
isolation* Eventually, Isabelle antered a local school and aade normal 
progress while exhibiting brighti energetic^ and cheerful behaviour- 
How to eKplain the different outcomes of these two caies - cases that 
seeaed iO similar upon discovary? Davis himself devotes much time to 
giving three eKplanations of the different ends of the two children. One 
explanation mght be that Axma. had inherited limtations on her developmental 
capacities I while Isabelle did not have genetically linked liraitations on her 
capacities ft Anna's mother had bten tested for the levtl of her intelligencap 




and though she had cot^leted the eighth grades she had an I Q of 50, 
A second explanation Edght be that by being locked in a room with her 
nKstherj Isabelle developed closer contacts with her, enabling Isabel le 
to raapond to the specialised trsining ^hen it was finally provided, A 
third explanation is that the specialised speech training given Lo Isabella 
was the primary reason for her griatar progress md eventual survival* 

Both of Davis' case studies demonstrate the significance of human 
interaction and other t^Dcial contacts for the develapaent of personality • 
When children are denied human interaction for prolonged period^ their 
personality f^^ils to develop normally^ 

Dntil 1974 thar^ h^-cu^ no systematic and scientific studies of the effects 
of vary long-term isolation in childhood* In 1974 there was first 
published reports about ^nie who was found at tne age of 13 years 7 months 
in Los Angeles. She had be^^n isolated from the age of 20 months . The 
cas*^, of Genie asr^uiaes an important place in this study because of the 
unique amDunt of time that she wai isolated , and because ^ from the time 
she emerged from isolationi a teasi of paychologista ^ psychiatriats ^ 
neurologists^ and linguists have been working with her* 

IV THE PRESENT STUDY 

I have been eKamining a large number of cases brought to the courts in 
the United Kingdom in which there have been parents guardians mi those 
ill long'-term charge of children found guilty of: ^ 
il) gross neglect (24 cases) 

(2) manslaughter (3 cases) 

(3) actual bodily harm (24 cases) 

In total the cases 1 have examined nu^er 51, This may seem to be a 
small nuiober in the light o£ the si^e of the problem as ah©%m in the 1975 
N S P C C Annual Eeportp which lists the case list of the society* The 
M S P C C opened, for exas^le, 18,125 new cases in 1974^75, but very few 
cases ever cane to court; they list in the same period only 19 prosecuted 
cases, 

I have diliberately concentrated on casts other than thoss which were 
concerned with children being left alons (of which the N S P C C list 
2j862 in 1974-75) • I looked at cases where there were other major factors 
so that I could review the contributory factor of children being left alon*. 



V Tm EVIDENCE CONCEDING ISOLATION 



The evidanci is o-verwhelmngi in these 51 cases where enforced isolation 
for long periods of tim was not seen by the prosecuting authority as 
worthy of inclusion on the list of charges, such isolation appears to be 
a stgnilicOTt factor in all stages of the case historyt 

(1) 24 Casts of Gr oss Neglect 

(a) 18 cases out of 24 report that child left alone in the day for 
long periods while mother out at work or shopping. Children aged 
from 1 week upwards , 

(b) 21 castas raporc t.mt child left at home on their own for avenings. 
12 cases report child left on their own every evening for weeks at 
a stretch* 

(c) 9 cases report that children apd from 3^ - 14 left on their own 
for weekends* 2 cases of a child aged below 4 left on their own 
for weekends • 

(d) 18 cases report that long periods of iiolation (periods of more 
than 24 hours) used as a wmmiB of punishment* 

The threat of long periods of isolation used in all 24 eases. 

(2) 3 Cases of Hanslaughter 

(a) In all 3 cases there is a similar history of the child being left 
by itsalf for very long periocU in the day and eveningp together 
with evidence that the child was threatened with more locking 
away if he/she did not behave or be quiet. 

(3) 24 Cases of Actual Bodily Harm 

(a) 13 caees report child left alone in the day for long periods. 
Children aged from 2 months upward, 

(b) All cases report child left at hotaa in evenings. 14 cases report 
child left on their own every evening for weeks at a stretch. 

(c) 19 cases report diildrsn aged from 24 upwards left on their 
for weekends i 7 cases of a child below 3 left on their own at 
weekends. 

(d) 15 cases report that long periods of isolation (periods of tr^re than 
24 hours) used as a means of punlsl^nt* The threat of long periods 
of isolation usad in 18 casas. 



VI DISCUSSION 

The cases which form part of this study were not seen by the authorities 
as caaes of children left on their own, but in each category enforced 
isolation forms a significant factor in a majority of cases # Given that 
our state of knowledge is incos^lete concerning the effects of isolation 
it is nevertheless possible to reconstruct a typical case of gross 
neglect in which isolation appeari as an iia^ortant factor in the future 
outcome of the case* 

VII A BECONSTRUCTIQN OF A CASE OF GROSS NEGLECT 

Andrew is the only child of and Mrs B, He is left for long periods 
alone in hie carry-cot from birth while his siother goes out shopping, 
kiien he is 3 months old Mrs B gets a job working on a shift from 4 in the 
afternoon until IJ at night* Mr B does not come home from work until 
5 30 p m, ^rulrew is left on his own from 4 to 5 30 every evening, 
Mr B, now that his wife is working, goes out most evenings to the pub and 
picks his wife up when she finiehei at the factoryt 

At age of 1 year Andrew is still spending many hours in his cot other 
thm when he is sleeping. The pattern established when he was three 
months is now set. As a boy, he does not cry very much but plays almost 
silently in his cot, where he is put whenever he is left on his own. 

At age li years Mrs B begins to work full-time in the day, Andrew 
around this tiro develops an avei'sion to his cot and fights against being 
put in it at all* Mrs B allows him to stay in their living room in the 
day and he sleeps on the chairs at night* Andrew now spends his days 
on his own in a room with m open electric fire, electric power points at 
his level, and a television set which is sometimes left on all day* His 
parents go out in the evenings, leaving ^drew asleep on a chair in the 
living room with the television on. 

At age 2 J naighbours report the parents who are cautioned and aided by a 
voltmtary body, Ites B carries on har job# 
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VIII Tm EFEICTS OF ESCCRE^ ISOUTION m MDREW 



Ac age 3 Andrew barely spoke. He babbled a little but clearly did not 
understand the need to cotBOunir.ate yith other people. He was s very poor 
walker and his preferri.d activity was lying on Che floor nioving <x toy 

car backwards and forwards within the reach of his arm. He was nor. 
curious about his environment and did not react to noises being made by 
him although he appeared not to be deaf when tested. He did not react 
to other people when he waa seen» he stayed lying on the floor; only 
very rarely did he look up to see what was going on aroimd him. 

XK ISOLATION AS M^^PECT O F VIOLMCE IH THE FAML^ 

In the 51 cases which form the basis of this present study, isolfltion plays 
an iipportant part in 47 of them. Not all the cases are ones of violencf; 
.-•-aiust: children in po far as violence is iudged to be physical violence 
producing physical injuries, but the children suffer the injury to cheir 
developiEent, their personality and their potential by being forced into 
isolacion. Thus isolation and the threat of isolation may be seen as a 
forni of violation of the child and thus it must be as an aspect of violence in 
the family that it is studied. This paper presents very early evidence 
in this area and as the project continues It is hoped to present the inaterial 
gained in a more scientific way. But we are left with the view that there 
is a vicious circle in considering the effects of children who have been 
isolated. After long periods of isolation, the child becomes disoriented and 
•anti-social', very inward turned and non-comiunicativ He will not 
have learned how to play with other children and will probably experience 
moderate to severe teinper tantrunis. He will be or become a difficult child, 
who can only be dealt with by keeping him away from other children, other 
adults. Thus he is kept iaolated which will only make him worse. In this 
way, early isolation may ba seen as an important contributory factor in 
mmy cases of child abuse and as such needs considerably more study. 

X PIMPOSALS FOR CHMCT 

The existing law protects children below a certain age from being left on 
their own. But, as in so oflny exafflples of child abuse, the existence of a 
law Is in itself no answer. There needs to be positive discrimnatlon in 
order to keep mothers at home with their children. In fxmcB and elsewhere 
it is poislble for TOthers to be paid a salary for the first two years of 
their children to enable chem to stay at home with them, to let the 
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Btothers feel that they are contributing to the f^ly income and to give 
them i feeling of worth m.d i^ortance which the cemaimity would give 
them with a salary. 
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APPENDIX 1 5 SOME EaPERIMlim CASES 



In the 5th cftntury B C Herodotus reported that the Egyptian Pharoah 
Psa^ticus (664-610 B C) sought to determtie the noit prlm.tive 'natural' 
language by placing two infants in an isolated ooimtiin hut to be cared for 
by a aervant who was cautioned not to speak in their presence on pain 
of death. According to Herodotus, the first word uttered was 'bekos' 
the Phrygian word for 'bread' convincing the Pharoah that this was the 
original Iwiguage. 

Sali^ene described Frederick II 's essperioent of the thirteenth century 
as follows: 

He wanted to find out what kind of speech and what tanner of 
speech children would have when they grew up if they spoke to 
no one beforehand. 

So he bade foster mothers and nurses to suckle the children, to 
bathe and wash them, but in no way to prattle with them, or to 
speak to them, for he wanted to learn whether they would spedt 
the Hebrew language, which was the oldest, or Greek, or Latin, 
or Arabic, or perhaps the language of their parents, of whoo 
they had been bom. But he laboured in vain because the 
children all died. For they could not live without the petting 
md joyful faces mi loving words of their foster mothers. 
And so the songs are called "swaddling songs" which a womai 
sings while she is rocking the cradle, to put a child to sleep, 
and without them a child sleeps badly md has no rest. 

James IV of Scotland (1473 - 1513) is reported to have attested the same 
experiment. The Scottish children, however, were said by John to "spak 
very guid Ibrew". 
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